66                               AUTUMN  FIELDS

Smith, William Cash's coalman, that was necessary for he had
a family of sixteen Kerndge, who was a fanner, however,
could beat that record with a family of seventeen Sanitation
was of the most primitive kind My father remembered rails
across an open ditch, but in my young time most cottages
had closets, communal ones for a pair or group, at the far
end of the garden, and these consisted of a kind of movable
framework over an enormous excavation known as a bumby-
hole When these holes were full to the top, or when closets,
as very often, were within a few feet of the back door, it
took a good many moss roses to counteract the smell Nearly
every cottage had its individual well and it is a curious fact
that when a man did away with himself, from weakness of
brain perhaps or dread of the workhouse, it was by jumping
into the well that he would finish his days

The labourer or small farmer had one rather unique
insurance against unexpected disasters If, for instance, a
cow died or a horse or a labourer's pig, or fire destroyed his
tools and gear, there would be circulated through the village
what was known as a Brief This would be a sheet of stout
paper on which the Reverend would write the particular
claim for consideration and charity, and he would usually
head the subscription list with a guinea at the least Then the
Brief would be taken round the village and each would con-
tribute according to his means Even as late as just after the
last war I remember a Brief It was on behalf of Sam Smith,
and an extraordinary case it was His father was very old
and somewhat weak in his wits, and so Sam, whose family
had grown up and gone, took him into his cottage Now
Sam, thanks perhaps to the contributions of his children,
had been something of a saving man and hidden under a brick
by the fireplace was a bundle of notes These the old man
one day found and thinking them of no consequence threw
them into the fire In that particular affair it was difficult to
gauge the amount of one's subscription, since a good few of
the uncharitable insisted that Sam had exaggerated the amount
of his loss

The Breckland labourer has changed little, except perhaps
in his dress, from Cobbett's time In most things he remains
wkat hi$ fathers were some hundreds of years ago My present
of course, relates to fifty years ago, and even then